Business schools are exploring new pedagogical approaches to learning in order to deal with challenges such as increased class sizes, limited funding support, and difficulties in facilitating and encouraging active participation and learning among a diverse cohort of students. This paper reports on a study of the effectiveness of a pedagogical approach that blends online discussion board and case study. Analysing quantity and quality of online postings and comparing accounting students' performance with previous cohort, this study observes a significant improvement in student learning. Appropriate design and delivery strategies and clear assessment criteria for assessment and use have provided an effective learning vehicle for students, helped them overcome their own language related barriers, and encouraged them to participate in a nonthreatening environment. This approach further complemented the benefits of peer-to-peer learning and case study pedagogy. Reported increase in workload for students and marking load for academics and measuring the value of learning, however, are some of the challenges that need further attention by researchers.
Introduction
The benefits of using online discussion forums and peer to peer learning for enhancing student learning are well known. Other than in full online courses, their adoption in traditional learning environments complementing face-toface teaching is increasing [1] and has now become a common educational strategy in higher education [2] . In fact, interest in using online discussion forum as an indicator of students' performance is increasing [3] . Online discussion forums are expected to enable flexible and independent learning and knowledge construction [4] and develop critical thinking skills [5] . There are, however, some problems such as lack of learners' focus and inadequate reflection [6] , students not responding to the ideas of others, and surface level discussions [7] . Though there are many advantages of its use, students use of the online discussion forums in the context of their study [8] and the characteristics of an effective online discussion environment that facilitate effective learning need to be investigated [1] .
Further, difficulties of devising an online assessment and incorporating the benefits of case study pedagogy into this online forum have posed further challenges to educators in the design and effective management of these activities [9] . Driven by the increasingly competitive higher educational environments, higher expectations of students, cultural diversity of the student population, and limited availability of resources, business schools are increasingly exploring new pedagogical approaches to learning [10] . This paper discusses the context, approach, and effectiveness of one such pedagogical approach in an Australian business school. It blends online discussion forum and case study analysis in teaching a postgraduate elective unit to accounting and other business students. The objective is to combine the benefits of case study method of teaching with online discussion forum to enhance the quality of learning while making this an assessment component in order to ensure active students' participation. This paper will first briefly review the literature on the strengths and weaknesses and the pedagogical use of online discussion forums in higher education context. It will then explain the approach and methodology adopted in designing and implementing a case study based assessment component that incorporates online discussion forum. It will then present an analysis and discuss the findings and conclusions.
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Literature Review
Increasing class sizes, reducing resources, and widening diversity of students' cohorts have all placed demands on higher education and stimulated them to explore new pedagogies [11, 12] . Identifying the most successful use of technology tools available in higher education and deploying them effectively in the classroom in order to improve student learning are now an important research issue facing accounting education [13] . In that context, using an asynchronous medium for learning has now become a significant component of course delivery in higher education [14] . Higher educational institutions have started adopting hybrid or blended models of education that combines classroom and asynchronous and distributed learning environments [15] . Driven by increasingly competitive higher educational environment [16] , these hybrid models have resulted in the convergence of the traditional classroom and online learning modes [17] combining the strengths of face-to-face and online learning modes of learning and have become one of the key responses to changing higher educational climate [10] .
Online discussion forums are considered an extension of traditional learning that promotes dialogue, reflection, knowledge construction, and self-assessment [18] . Given their potential benefits, online discussion forums have been widely adopted as tools for online learning [13, 19] . Online discussions have the potential to improve students' critical thinking and problem solving skills, decision-making ability, and written communication skills and contribute to students' ability to organize and analyse information [20] . Combining the online discussion forum with a case study method, a common pedagogical technique used in many business schools [21] , is considered to be an effective method that encourages students to relate theory to practice [22] . Many academics therefore have started using online discussion forums for teaching via the case method [23] . While learning goals of online case discussions and face-to-face case discussions are generally the same, there is relatively little research focusing on the online case-method pedagogy and assessment in business and accounting education [9] . Effects of these hybrid models of learning that combine traditional classroom case study pedagogy with the asynchronous media such as online discussion forums on learning outcomes and processes are, however, not well understood [24] . With the widespread adoption of course management systems (CMS) and learning management systems (LMS) by the academic institutions being a recent phenomenon [25] , further studies to offer insights into the current and future directions of this field are necessary [26] .
Two studies have examined how students perceive online case method pedagogy in business education. According to study by Jonassen and Kwon [27] , perceived students' satisfaction and perceived quality of the discussion process and outcomes were higher for members of the online group when compared with face-to-face groups [27] . They observed that online groups went through more cycles of the ideal problem solving process which involves defining the problem, orienting the discussion, and developing a solution. Their study found that online groups produced less amount of verbal interaction than their face-to-face counterparts [27] . In another study, Webb et al. [28] compared groups working with difference "doses" of online component in case method instruction from purely online to purely face-toface. According to them, members that were under heavy online conditions have more positive perceptions of peer interaction during the discussion than others, and they have outperformed the face-to-face students in terms of conceptual and factual knowledge about the case discussed [28] . These findings must be treated with caution because of the differences in the cases and topics taught to these different groups. Further, it is possible that the newly developed online skills rather than increasing dose of online discussion may have contributed to these positive findings.
In addition to the above, other studies have reported challenges of online learning. For example, Valaitis et al. [29] reported confusion about the navigation of online environment by nursing students that has overshadowed the learning [29] , while Concannon et al. [30] observed tendencies of accounting students to overlook critical aspects of the online environment as they are not particularly fond of computer technologies [30] . Zhu's [31] analysis of topical discussions in several undergraduate, graduate, and professional courses found that only 15-25% of the content was judged as cognitively deep [31] . Similarly, in an analysis of education students' discussion of authentic cases, Angeli et al. [32] found that only 9% of contents posted were justified (theoretically based) claims or opinions, while 49% were unsupported or personal opinions questioning the cognitive engagement of students [32] . While Garrison and Vaughan [33] and de Wever et al. [34] found low levels of critical thinking [33, 34] , Hara et al. [7] observed high levels of critical thinking in the online discussions [7] . Lambiase [35] , for example, observed topic decay with the percentage of posts on the topic decreasing steadily from 65% to 33% during the first nine days of discussion. In general, online discussions in higher education learning environment are feasible and viewed positively by students and the process and outcomes are as good as its face-to-face version [36] . While some studies examined educational applications of online technologies in broader terms [36, 37] , others have suggested best practices and strategies [9] .
Threaded forums are one of the most commonly used environments for online discussion, and, though well supported by learning theories, several limitations are identified by researchers. Excessive focus on new posts, overlapping exchanges and hierarchical structure of discussion threads [38] , and lack of timely feedback [39] are some of the problems reducing the opportunities for meaningful reflection, social interaction, and knowledge construction [1] . Researchers have suggested improvements to the guidelines and instructions to students [40] , developing online activities to engage learners [41] , adopting teaching or moderating strategies, [42] and enhancing the design of environments [1] to encourage good discussion.
Even though learning through online discussion forums was studied by several researchers as shown above, research that focuses on the online case-method pedagogy and assessment is limited. Further, findings on the effectiveness of online discussion forum are also inconsistent and depend on the nature of discussion environments. The experimental, quasiexperimental, and descriptive studies relevant to this question have not produced coherent knowledge about how and when online discussion groups perform better or worse [28] . As the review suggests, findings on the effectiveness of online discussion forum are mixed with some pointing to the difficulty of facilitating students' critical thinking and cognitive engagement. Online discussion forum is just another technology enabled tool and the principles of technology acceptance, usability, ease of use, and so forth, will be equally applicable here. The availability of tool does not necessarily mean that students (users) will use it or perceive it as useful, and the learning effectiveness is influenced by other external factors such as incentives to participate, perceived value of those tools, moderator's skills, quality of the discussion environment, and past experience of the students in using those tools. Factors such as structure of the online environment, prior ability of students, facilitator's style, and participation, however, may have some influence on the quality of the discussion and the outcomes. Though best practices and strategies [9] and effective design environments [1] were suggested, there were no studies that measured the effectiveness of the design and delivery of online case discussion and assessment in a business school context.
Lack of participation by a majority and dominance of a few handful students are the main challenge in asynchronous discussion forums. As assessment is the currency that students deal in [43] , grading can be a workable strategy that will encourage participation. Past online experience (or lack of it) may not be a factor any more given that the current generation of students has a lot of online and social media experience. Therefore, it is possible to encourage their participation and thereby the learning by grading students for their contribution. The consequent fear of losing marks may constrain their interaction to some extent; grading may actually encourage students to participate in the discussion with due consideration and adequate preparation. By opening up too much, for example, student may be afraid of exposing their lack of knowledge that could count against them. An effective learning environment and assessment must be carefully designed without unwittingly discouraging the motivation for learning [44] .
Even though collaborative learning is critically important, and that the technology is a powerful enabler that match what is needed for discussion and collaboration, the extent to which asynchronous discussion forums succeeded in enabling learning is not known and lacks sufficient empirical evidence where a case study assessment is incorporated. Rather than comparing face-to-face and online groups, unlike previous studies, this study directly investigates online groups engaged in case based discussions. The findings of this study will contribute to the literature on case study pedagogy in online context, an area where existing research findings are limited [28] . It addresses the impact of a blended model that combines the strengths of online discussion forum and case study method in a business school. It incorporates effective design principles advocated by Gao et al. [1] , strategies suggested by Rollag [9] , and a significant assessment weightage to encourage active and quality participation. The next section gives a background to this particular study and explains the methodology and approach.
Study Approach
Background to the
Study. An online discussion of case study is designed as an important assessment component and incorporated in this unit using some of the strategies suggested by Rollag [9] and the recommendations by Gao et al. [1] for improving the effectiveness of online discussion. Case study pedagogy is an established method employed in many postgraduate classes in this university business school. An assessment is designed blending the online discussion forum and case study pedagogy. Recognizing the well-documented benefits of asynchronous media and taking advantage of the support and resources made available in the school, this blended model was introduced in a postgraduate unit. The postgraduate unit, titled "business process integration, " aims to demonstrate the benefits of business process perspective and information, process, and technology integration to accounting and other students in business school. The focus in this unit is to develop a thorough understanding of accounting and other related business processes, their links with each other, integration, internal controls, information flows, and the role of integrated information systems technologies such as enterprise systems and business intelligence tools. Building on the basic knowledge of accounting and other business processes, information flows, and functional understanding (such as marketing and accounting) learnt in other units and drawing knowledge from sales/marketing, accounting, and logistics disciplines based subjects studied earlier, this unit aims to develop a multidisciplinary processcentric view of the business to accounting students. Importantly, it is designed to help accounting students understand the interdependencies and process and information flows between accounting and other business functions.
The conceptual content that is covered in this subject includes accounting processes including accounts receivable, accounts payable, expenditure cycles, and costing processes and other business processes including procurement and sales. In addition, it also includes making a business case for the selection and implementation of a packaged business software, that is, enterprise system. The unit incorporates variety of teaching methods that include lectures, case study discussions, laboratory demonstrations of the SAP software, and hands-on exercises on the SAP software and emphasizes both conceptual and theoretical content as well as procedural knowledge of the software.
Assessment Task and
Criteria. This online case study discussion is one of the key assessment components and weighs 25% of the total assessment. It requires students to answer the questions that deal with the challenges in the selection, evaluation, and implementation of a packaged business enterprise system software and challenges in postimplementation. The objective was to help students demonstrate their ability to work collaboratively using online discussion forum moderated by the lecturer and resolve their differences in developing an optimal solution using synergies generated through collective wisdom and peer-to-peer learning. It requires students to participate in an online discussion forum on a weekly basis in a semester that spans 13 weeks. During this time, they are expected to demonstrate their individual ability to apply the concepts and theories of enterprise systems to a business organization and suggest workable solutions to the problems/issues raised in a comprehensive case study.
At the beginning of the semester, a sheet detailing the expectations of students and the assessment criteria was given to students. This assessment criterion was designed considering the learning objectives of this assessment component, practicality of administering the grading, and key principles of assessment design. The dimensions and their descriptors for grading purpose were developed from several sources such as Oxford Brookes University's business assessment criteria grid, Washington State University's guide to rating integrative and critical thinking, and this university business school graduate attributes. The criteria thus developed consist of five dimensions-(i) identification of issues and problems, (ii) consideration of context and application of theories and principles, (iii) analysis of data and evidence in the case study, (iv) effective written communication, and (v) responsive contribution and integration.
Students were given a grid that explains each of the dimensions in a scale of 1 to 6 (1 to 2 = Poor; 3 to 4 = Average; and 5 to 6 = Excellent) with some descriptors. For example, the dimension of "responsive contribution and integration" is described as "Poor" when the student "simply mentions other contributions but neither explains the relevance nor adds to it" and/or when there is "no evidence of integrating others' views and perspectives." Similarly, it is termed as average when student "makes references to earlier works that are starting point for new ideas, but not much information is incorporated" and/or makes "rough comparison and integration of multiple viewpoints. " A response is rated "Excellent" when the student "links ideas posted by others to their own, responds to others' contribution by elaboration, critique, demonstration of linkages among earlier contributions, and/or utilization of an earlier contribution as a foundation to build his/her own," and/or if there is "evidence of integration from a variety of sources and timeliness of posting. " Thus, the objective of this assessment grid was to provide students some information about the expectations and requirements in providing their responses and to encourage them to take advantage of the benefits of collaborative learning and case study pedagogy. As the focus is on the quality, the assessment grid does not contain any information about the number of postings.
Four questions were set on the case study. In order to narrow down their focus on one aspect at a time and to concentrate on the issue at hand, these questions were posted one after another in the online blackboard so that students do not have any idea of the questions and specific details that would appear subsequently. In addition, the objective was to synchronize the questions with the lecture materials and to manage the flow of the discussion. Students, however, can see all the responses to the earlier questions and see how it is building up concepts. Facilitator was monitoring the discussion and, depending upon the need, provided clarifications, asked leading questions, corrected major deviations, and kept the discussion focused on the main issues.
The first question seeks students' analysis on the challenges the case study firm faced in the selection and implementation of an enterprise system (ES) software solution and evaluation of implementation strategy and software-business fit. The second question deals with the evaluation of the firm's attempt to change business processes, problems it faced, and its relationship with the adoption of enterprise system and the strategies employed. The third question requires students to analyse the current organizational structure of the firm and develop appropriate mapping structure to be able to configure the enterprise system for the necessary processes and the fourth question involves analysis of the suitability and challenges in selecting and implementing extensions to the enterprise system.
Each student is expected to post up to a maximum of 4 responses for each question. Even though this limit is set, the number of postings per question is not a criterion in the assessment and focus is on the quality of postings. Opportunity to post four times is expected to encourage students to reflect on their responses, read others' responses, and build on them before posting the next one. In addition, they were encouraged to read widely outside the text book and lecture notes and provide references to their responses in the forum. Students were expected to post their responses within two weeks in the relevant thread created in the blackboard discussion forum for the first three questions and one week for the fourth question. Once the deadline has passed for a particular question, students were not allowed to edit their responses and/or submit additional response. They, however, are allowed to see the responses already posted by all the students and use that knowledge while answering the next question.
Administration and Timeline.
A time line of the online discussion of case study is presented in Figure 1 .
Data Collection and Analysis.
Students' responses for each of the questions were the primary data used in this study. This data was analysed by two persons independent of each other-the author/facilitator and a research assistant. This research assistant was a qualified educator, specialized in online learning, and was working in the teaching and learning unit of the business school. The objective of this analysis was to assess the quality of responses and online discussion interaction. Rather than positioning the discussion interaction as a dependent variable along with the learning outcomes, a post hoc measurement approach was used in this study [45, 46] . According to this, the discussion interaction and quality of the responses were considered independent variables in relation to learning outcomes. Barron [46] suggests two alternative ways of conducting content analysis. The first approach involves qualitative analysis of the discussion and the second approach focuses on the responses related to proposed solutions to the case study questions. Students from other disciplines such as information technology, business information systems, and logistics 39% 3
Percentage of students currently employed 38% 4
Percentage of students below 25 years of age 65% 5
Percentage of students with previous work experience 42% 6 Percentage of students who have completed more than 4 business related units/subjects 53% 7
Percentage of students who have completed at least one IT/IS related subjects 88%
This second approach was adopted in this study which involves qualitative analysis of the student responses. Quality of responses by each of the students for each question was analysed for assessment purposes as well as for evidence to support learning. While the first approach helped in awarding assessment mark to each of the responses, the second approach had helped in identifying any evidence to peer-to-peer and collaborative learning, data analysis skills, using and citing other sources, pooling of different ideas, and building on others' contributions. A comparison of the analysis revealed 81% consistency in the rating of both evaluators (i.e., 155 responses, out of 192 responses, 4 questions * 48 students = 192 responses). The remaining 19% of the responses were subsequently reevaluated jointly in order to arrive at a consensus assessment mark and evidence.
In addition to students' responses, their perception of the entire process was also collected using semistructured interviews. The approach taken in the analysis was to analyse the responses of students to semistructured questions, to examine their feedback on the effectiveness of this online assessment task, and to assess its pedagogical benefits. Further in the interviews, participants were asked to give their views on the structure of the learning environment including the online discussion forum, appropriateness of the weightage assigned to this assessment task, timing and level of difficulty of the case study questions, and participation by the academic as a moderator and their perception of collaborative and peer-to-peer learning. From a total sample of 48 students, 12 students have volunteered to be interviewed and provided such qualitative feedback.
Demographics.
Demographics of the 48 respondents participated in this study are presented in Table 1 . As noted in the table, 68% of the participants were international students from countries such as Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, China, India, Germany, USA, and the Netherlands. This is an elective unit and 61% of the students enrolled in this unit are majoring in accounting, 35% majoring in information technology/systems discipline, and the remaining 4% majoring in the logistics discipline. On the employment indicator, data revealed that 38% of the students were currently employed while 42% of the students have some previous work experience. With more than 65% of the students below the age of 25 years, age was not considered a major differentiating variable.
Previous knowledge of business functions, business processes, information systems, and technologies gained in other units is expected to determine the prior content knowledge student may have and therefore could have an influence on their learning experience in this unit. Therefore, data on the completion of previous units before enrolling in this unit was collected and presented in Table 1 . With 53% of students completing more than 4 business related subjects and almost 90% completing at least one IT/IS related subject, it is fair to assume good level of understanding of core business functions and processes and information technology components among the cohort of students. An analysis of this qualitative data, findings, and anecdotal evidence collected in this study are presented in the next section. Table 2 , the number of responses per student has gradually increased from 1.1 per student for question 1 to 1.63 per student for question 4 and demonstrates gradual increase in students' interest and intensity of their participation in online discussion. Even though increase in the number of submissions by itself may not be a good indicator of the quality of contributions and/or learning, it certainly indicates increase in interest in the global topic signalling increased focus of discussion on the topic. Except for the fourth question, all the remaining questions are content based and deal with subject specific issues such as enterprise systems implementation challenges, accounting related business processes, challenges of integration, and critical success factors. The fourth question also deals with the adoption of enterprise system and requires students to develop an artefact, a mapping structure for implementing accounting processes (accounts receivable, accounts payable, and general ledger). Even though each student is allowed to post up to four responses to each of the questions, very few posted more than two responses as shown in Table 2 . Though this proportion has gone up from the first question to the third one (2% to 13%), a majority of students simply posted one response. Even though they are encouraged to read other responses and submit additional postings, very few have done this with 88%, 71%, 60%, and 83% posting just one response for questions 1, 2, 3, and 4, respectively. This observation confirms previous research reviewed by Rourke and Kanuka [48] where the participants primarily focused heavily on exploration and less on integration of ideas for solutions.
Analysis and Findings
Timing of Responses.
In terms of timing, about 50% of the respondents posted their response on the due date, while about 25% of students posted in the first two days, as shown in Table 3 . Most of the students who have posted in the first two days have posted second response. The second response suggests an improvement of student's understanding probably based on the responses from other students and/or selfdirected learning by student.
Analysis of the responses suggests that students were hesitant to submit their comments in the initial stages and are generally waiting for a leader to post first. About 20% of the respondents submitted their first response in the first two days while about 55% of the students submitted their response on the last day for the first question. This, however, has improved as students become familiar with the process and started probably realizing the value of collaborative learning. For the third and fourth questions, number of students who submitted their response on the first day increased from 20% to 37%, while the percentage of students who submitted their response to the fourth question on the last day has improved from 55% to 32%. Thus, there is clear improvement in the frequency of participation and the intensity of participation in the online discussions. Importantly, there is no topic decay as observed in previous studies [35] . Even though it is not possible to conclude from this analysis that there is a collaborative peer-to-peer learning that took place, Education Research International 7 No evidence that the student read/understood others' ideas/contributions 56% 44% 54% 34%
Responding to others contribution by elaboration/critique or building-up 15% 21% 31% 36%
Evidence of good analysis of the case study data 32% 41% 39% 44%
Evidence of using and citing other sources/references in the response 17% 18% 21% 24%
Demonstrable understanding of the questions and identification of issues in case study 21% 27% 33% 39%
Effective written communication 64% 72% 56% 71% Evidence of pooling different ideas, expertise, and information in the development of an artifact (related to question 3 only) NA NA 45% NA further analysis of the qualitative responses from students supported this observation.
Quality of Responses.
Based on the criteria set out for assessment purposes, the quality of written responses was analysed and a summary is presented in Table 4 . One of the objectives of online case discussion is to facilitate exchange of ideas, views, and information among students and peer-topeer learning and develop the solutions using the collective wisdom. It is therefore important to check whether there is any evidence that students are reading and understanding each other's ideas/contributions. It is necessary to analyse whether students are building on each other's contribution by elaborating, criticizing, and/or integrating. Analysis of the responses as shown in Table 4 revealed that about 56% of the students did not show any evidence of that for the first question. This has gradually improved and for the final question about 66% of the students have demonstrated this characteristic in their response. Similarly, while only 15% of the students have responded to others' contribution and developed a solution for the first question, about 36% demonstrated such skills for the fourth question. From the data, it appears that students are reading each other's views and responses and adding (though in a limited way) through collaborative learning. Because of the clear instructions at the beginning of the case study discussion, none of the responses is simple and irrelevant such as "I agree, " "I disagree, " or similar responses and every response is consistent with the criterion. Thus, there are no real and effective integration and synthesis of ideas observed in the study; there is some evidence of collaborative and peer-topeer learning in online environment. On the effectiveness of the case study pedagogy, analysis revealed that there is good evidence of improvement from the first question to the last question (from 32% to 44%) on different aspects as shown in Table 3 .
Improvement in Learning through
Online Discussion. It is necessary to measure the impact of this initiative on learning. Academic performance, though, is considered one of the variables that could measure the effectiveness of learning; it is not possible to conclusively prove this without a control group. Though not the most appropriate method, grading of the current cohort of students in this assessment task (i.e., case study) is compared with the performance of a previous cohort of students in the same unit with the same case study. In the past, students were asked to submit a written analysis of the case study after face-to-face discussion in the classroom. With the characteristics of the cohort of students considered generally similar every semester, a comparison is made. Simple comparison reveals improvement in the performance of students in this assessment component. Table 5 gives an indication of their academic performance for each of the questions in the case study and a comparison with the previous cohort.
Grading data shown in Table 5 reveals improvement from the first question to the fourth question. As pointed out earlier, in addition to the improvement in quantity and quality of responses, it is fair to conclude that there is some improvement in cognitive knowledge (measured by academic performance). While this may not be enough to confirm that the learning has improved, it is fair to suggest that the asynchronous media has contributed to learning. As pointed out by Romero et al. [3] , it could potentially be used as a predictor for final performance. This case study assessment is a formative assessment and therefore could be used as a feedback to the lecturer as well as to students for identifying knowledge gaps and to improve teaching and learning. 
Improvement in Overall
Learning. In order to determine whether this model of learning (case study analysis through online discussion forum) has contributed to improvement in overall learning or not, a comparison was made. Given the absence of control group, a simple comparison with the previous cohorts of students where no such asynchronous medium was used is made, fully acknowledging that this is not the appropriate method. Except for this assessment component, all the remaining aspects of the unit were exactly similar to the current one in terms of the learning outcomes, content, delivery methods, and general assessment components. For the previous cohort of students, a case study analysis was used as an assessment component, while the same case study analysis is used to the current cohort of students using asynchronous medium for discussion. Using independent samples -test at 5% significance level, the actual performance of the students in this assessment task as well as the teaching evaluation is compared between these two groups of respondents. This comparison reveals improvement in the overall performance of students in the assessment task as well as in their feedback on the unit through student evaluations of unit at the end of the semester. It is therefore safe to conclude that the asynchronous medium used for case study analysis has not only improved student learning in terms of achieving the learning outcomes but also contributed to the effectiveness of teaching and learning measured in terms of the improved unit evaluations. A summary of the -test results is presented in Table 6 .
Subject evaluation score in this unit has marginally improved from 4.1 to 4.52 in a scale of 1 to 5. The curriculum and delivery of this unit are quite different from other standard units delivered by this school. This unit incorporates SAP, an enterprise system software solution, and teaches students the concepts of business process integration and enterprise systems along with SAP software skills. The curriculum incorporates hands-on laboratory sessions and these hands-on components typically made this unit interesting and contributed to good evaluations, that is, 4.10, before introducing this online discussion assessment. The introduction of online discussion forum has further contributed to improvement in learning as well as in students' satisfaction. In qualitative feedback, a significant number of students (62% of them) pointed out online discussion forum as an important learning component. Informal feedback and comments from students also reflect a generally positive endorsement to the online discussion. They have observed that the exchange of views and ability to asynchronously post their responses online have encouraged them to interact more and better and facilitated their learning. They have acknowledged the benefits of peer-to-peer learning which they believe would not have happened without this online discussion. This online discussion has also helped them better in deriving the benefits of case study pedagogy. Thus, significant improvement in the quality of responses and observed improvement in students' academic performance on this particular assessment task indicate the contribution of this strategy to deep learning, given the structure of the assessment and content.
4.6.
Challenges. In spite of positive endorsement and observed improvement in the learning, some challenges are identified. They include reported increase in students' workload because of the online discussion forum, inability to freely express their ideas and views because of the assessment involved, restriction to the number of postings per student per question, inadequate number of responses by some students, poor integration and synthesis of others' ideas by students, insufficient moderation by the lecturer, and some subject related issues. About 85% of the participants believed that the weightage given to the assessment task was appropriate and motivated them to actively engage in the discussion and learning. Some students, however, viewed the weight given to this single assessment component (25% of the overall assessment weight) as a major constraint in freeing up the discussion. Further, academic administration of this online discussion forum has been a challenge. With each student posting on average 1.4 postings per question, the total number of postings has reached about 270 and enormously increased the marking load to the academic. In addition, the need to monitor the discussion forum, edit some unhelpful comments, redirect the debate to the issues relating to the subject content, and provide hints has added to the normal teaching and administrative load. In addition to this, some of the typical challenges in case study pedagogy have also resurfaced during the discussion. They include request for one single answer to the case study questions, inability to comprehend the case study materials by some, inadequate English language skills of students, inability to apply theoretical frameworks, and skills in scoping out, assumptions, and analysis.
Conclusions
Teaching in emerging disciplines such as business process management and enterprise systems in business schools is challenging because of the dynamic nature of the subject content, diverse nature of student cohorts, nonavailability of localized case studies, required multidisciplinary focus, and other institutional factors such as large class sizes Education Research International 9 and increased competition for scarce resources and students. Integrating e-learning technologies such as discussion forums with the traditional case method pedagogy has the potential to change educational processes and enhance the quality of learning in this environment. Combining online discussion forum and case study analysis offered students a high-quality learning environment. According to study, this blended model encouraged collaborative learning and contributed to improvement in cognitive learning. By transferring discussions to an online environment, opportunities for learning from each other have improved. Data suggests that students perform better in an environment where a mixture of classroom and online technologies is employed and there is no decay in the interest on the topic. In general, students perceived improvement in learning because of the online environment and appreciated the opportunities it has provided for deeper understanding of content based issues, appreciation of multiple views, and reflection of their own learning and perceptions. Though it is early days in understanding the effectiveness of these blended learning models, their contribution to the improvements in the quality of discussion and the depth of learning in a higher educational environment appear to be significant and can be further expanded by imparting better argumentation and integrative skills to students. The workload involved in setting up, monitoring, and assessing the online discussions, though, is significant; it is possible to make it less burdensome by efficient design and structure of the initiative using guidelines well established now and with appropriate faculty workload policies. Further studies on the influence of students' knowledge and skills, development of argumentation skills for students and moderators' skills, and lecturers and students' actual use of synchronous and asynchronous communications, interactions, and reflections would help in designing a more effective online discussion environment and assessment strategies in business schools.
